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There are few places where man’s struggle against 
nature is more dramatic than in Glacier National Park. 
Here in Rogers Pass, rugged terrain, climate and ava- 
lanches have hampered man’s attempts to build 
transportation routes through the mountains. 


The Abandoned Rails Nature Trail visually recounts 
the story of the railroad in Rogers Pass and reveals the 
problems faced by the pioneers of rail transportation. 
This human and natural history is explained by number- 
keyed stops of interest along the twenty to thirty 
minute walk. The trail begins and ends at this parking 
area. 


Two tracks 


Canadian Pacific Railroad locomotives.once ground 
their way past this spot — the depression in front of you 
contained the railroad which was covered by a long 
section of snowsheds. Built of heavy wooden timbers, 
the sheds were designed to support the weight of deep 
winter snow and to carry the thundering avalanches 
harmlessly over the tracks into the valley below. 


As spark-belching steam engines were a constant fire 
hazard to the surrounding forest and to the wooden 
snowsheds, patrols were made regularly both before and 
after trains to check the rails and extinguish any fires. 
The pipe a few yards along this trail was part of the 
water system used to fight fires. Alongside the snow- 
sheds another track was laid for summer use when 
avalanche protection was not necessary, allowing 
visitors an unobstructed view of the Park and Rogers 
Pass. 


Through the process of decay this rotting stump has 
given life to new shrubs. Nutrients are released through 
the action of soil-building organisms such as bacteria, 


fungi, worms and beetles, to be used again by the living 
community. In time, the wood of this stump will be 
returned to the soil along with decaying needles and 
leaves to form humus, the rich dark organic storehouse 
of nutrients essential for plant growth. 


Woodpecker’s restaurant 

A woodpecker’s strong neck and sharp bill were 
required to chip and chisel out these holes in search of 
wood-boring insects. With a tight grip and stiff tail- 
feathers propped against the tree for leverage he 
drummed away, seeking food. The shape of the holes 
indicates they are the work of a pileated woodpecker. 
This, the largest of Canadian woodpeckers, is seen 
infrequently in the Park. 


Over time a multitude of mosses and lichens of many 
colours and shapes have become established on this large 
boulder. For a long time lichens and mosses were con- 
sidered one and the same because of a superficial likeness 
and an often similar habitat. But lichens differ con- 
siderably from mosses and even among themselves in 
form and colour. The plant body of the lichen consists 
of different organisms growing in a close, mutually 
beneficial relationship called symbiosis. The two com- 
ponents, an alga and a fungus, are difficult to tell apart 
in the lichen body. Bush-like and leafy lichens are 
easily seen on this rock surface, but also present are less 
visible crust-like black and gray varieties. The lichens are 
scattered over the surface, while the erect green mosses 
form tufts or clusters. 


Historically, man has made limited use of lichens as 
pigments in dye preparations. Their slow and often 
| uniform growth rate has also been useful in dating the 
| retreat of some glaciers. Today, lichens have become 


significant as accurate indicators of air pollution. 
Because of their sensitivity to impurities in the air, 
only the hardiest can survive near large industrial 
centres. Also, a modern medical use for them has been 
| found in the preparation of antibiotics. 
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Crooked trees 


Bent and bowed in their formative years, these trees 
are living evidence of a powerful force at work — an 
annual snowfall thirty to fifty feet deep. The massive 
weight of snow creeping downhill — or an avalanche — 
bends and flattens the young seedlings. When new growth 
begins each spring, the tops of the seedlings curl upward, 
reaching for the sun, and even when they grow taller and 
thicker the initial crook remains. 


The trees’ smooth waxy needles, resilient branches and 
tapered conical shape make them well adapted to the 
cold temperatures, deep snow and short growing season. 


B 
6 | Devil’s club 


One of the first surveyors of the Selkirks, A.O. 
Wheeler, gave this description of devil’s club (Oplopanax 
horridus). 


““What an experience is Devil’s Club! Imagine a bare 
stick an inch thick and five to eight feet high with a 
spread of tropical-looking palmated leaves at the top, 
set off by a bunch of bright red berries. The entire 
surface of the stick is covered by sharp, fine spines 

and the canes grow so close together that sometimes 

it is impossible to force a way through them without 
using an axe. The points of the spines break off in 

the flesh, causing it to fester and become very painful.” 


Alders 
¢x9 
Few deciduous shrubs are as well adapted to winter 
in deep snow country as the alder. Its supple, sprawling 
branches are bent to the ground by the weight of over- 

lying snow and rebound in spring. 


The alder can live in partial shade but prefers open 
sunlight. Its adaptation to deep snow and its resilience 
enable it to survive on avalanche slopes where competi- 
tion from other trees is eliminated. 
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Until 1865 a direct route for a national railroad 
through the Selkirk and Monashee Ranges did not appear 
feasible. But in that year an employee of the Crown 
Colony of British Columbia, Walter Moberly, located a 
route through the Monashees and travelled up the 
Illecillewaet River into the Selkirk Range. 


In 1866 Moberly sent his assistant, Albert Perry, up 
the southeast fork of the Illecillewaet. Perry reported a 
low, wide valley, but did not reach the divide. 


In 1881 a practical line through the Selkirks was 
established by Major A. B. Rogers when he followed the 
route favoured by Moberly and Perry, now named Rogers 
Pass. Avalanche Crest, altitude 7,600 feet, which Major 
Rogers climbed to view the Pass, can be seen across the 
valley from this point. 

The last spike on the railroad was driven on November 
7, 1885. Through discovery of the Rogers Pass, the 
Selkirks had been spanned and British Columbia linked 
with the rest of Canada. 
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Across the valley light green bands of alder and w 


alternate with the dark green forest cover of spruce 


lock and fir. Few large trees grow in the 1 
by areas as these are avalanche slopes which annually feel 


the abuse of tons of cascading snow. 


Here on the narrow valley floor the railroad could not 
escape winter’s destructive slides. In its first winter of 
operation, coast to coast service was halted and not 
resumed until spring. Lives were lost when a disastrous 
slide on Mount Macdonald in March 1910 swept down 
onto the tracks near here, completely engulfing a work 
gang clearing a previous slide. Sixty-two men died. This 
tragedy and others forced the decision to construct the 
Connaught Tunnel. The tunnel, 660 feet lower in 
elevation, passes under Mount Macdonald and eliminates 
miles of snowsheds, steep grades and the hazards of 
Rogers Pass. On completion of the five mile long tunnel 
in 1916, the Rogers Pass route was abandoned. 


When the Selkirk Mountains became accessible by 
tail in 1885, their beauty and majesty became apparent 
to all and in 1886 Glacier National Park was created to 
preserve this area. But the relocation of the railroad in 
1916 caused a decline in the number of visitors to the 
area. Not until 46 years later did the Park take on new 
significance with the completion of the final link in the 
Trans-Canada Highway system through Rogers Pass. 


Since 1962 over one million visitors annually have 
passed through the Park. In winter, the maintenance 
problems that plagued the early railroaders are dealt 
with surely and efficiently. Sophisticated techniques 
of avalanche forecasting, stabilization and snow re- 
moval keep the road open and safe most of the winter. 
This section of highway through Glacier National Park 
is one of the longest controlled avalanche areas in the 
world. But even today, almost a hundred years since 
work began in the Pass, Nature’s challenge remains. 
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